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(54) Online payment transaction method using a prepaid card, and associated card 



(57) An online payment transaction method using a 
card, comprising the steps of: 

preparing a prepaid card meant to be purchased by 
a user; 

the prepaid card containing an activation code and 
at least one secret code; 

activating the prepaid card on the part of the user 
by transmitting the at least one secret code, togeth- 
er with a password, to an operator of the prepaid 



card; 

when the user makes a purchase online, receiving, 
from a retailer from which the user wishes to make 
the purchase, a unique reference code which iden- 
tifies the retailer, and sending the reference code to 
the card operator together with the secret code and 
the password; 

the card operator enabling the purchase at the re- 
tailer. 
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Description 

[0001] The present invention relates to an online pay- 
ment transaction method using a prepaid card and to 
the associated card to be used in the method. s 
[0002] It is known that the extensiye.deyelopment of 
telecommunications networks/such as for example the 
Internet, has allowed, and in the future will allow to an 
ever-increasing extent, to purchase goods and services 
directly online, simply by filling-in an" appropriate form 10 
which is displayed on the user's screen and in which the 
user, after selecting the goods or service to purchase, 
must specify his data and his credit card number in order 
to be able to make the purchase. 

[0003] However, the need to enter the credit card is 
number and to send it as data over the^network causes 
considerable concern in users, who do not trust the se- 
curity of the transmission of the data item (credit card 
number), which i( acquired fraudulently would allow third 
parties to freely use online the credit card of the legiti- 20 
mate owner. 

[0004] It should also be noted that in most cases the 
privacy of the user who makes online purchases is not 
maintained, since the statements of account provided 
by credit card operators following purchases made by a 
customer are obviously not anonymous, and therefore 
if a user makes a purchase that he does not want others 
to know about, the arrival of a statement of account 
thwarts his hopes of secrecy. 

[0005] Moreover, the fact should be noted that many 
users of computer networks such as the Internet have 
an age whereby they do not own a credit card and there- 
fore would have to ask for permission from parents or 
relatives who own a credit card in order to be able to 
make purchases. 

[0006] Moreover, as mentioned, notwithstanding the 
ever-increasing diffusion of credit cards, their online use 
always causes user concern, and this clearly does not 
help the growth of e-commerce : which thanks to net- 
works such as the Internet may really experience explo- 
sive growth and involve an ever larger number of com- 
panies. 

[0007] The aim of the present invention is to provide 
an online payment transaction method using a card, 
wherein the transaction is substantially secure and in 
any case the damage that the user might incur is mod- 
est. 

[0008] Within this aim, an object of the present inven- 
tion is to provide an online payment transaction method 
using a card in which access to use of the card is con- 
trolled by a double security system, so as to ensure that 
only the authorized user is using the card involved. 
[0009] Another object of the present invention is to 
provide an online payment transaction method using a 
card which allows substantially to eliminate credit card 
operators from the process, allowing savings for both 
users and retailers. 

[0010] Another object of the present invention is to 



provide a card for use with the above-cited method 
which is simple to provide. 

[0011] Another object of the present invention is to 
provide an online payment transaction method using a 
card which is highly reliable, relatively simple and at 

competitive costs. . 

[001 2] This aim and these and other objects which will 
become better apparent hereinafter are achieved by an 
online payment transaction method using a card, char- 
acterized in that it comprises the steps of: 

preparing a prepaid card meant to be purchased by 
a user; 

said prepaid card containing an activation code and 
at least one secret code; 

activating said prepaid card on the partoHhe user 
by transmitting said at least one secret code, to- 
gether with a password, to an operator of said pre- 
paid card; 

when said user makes a purchase online, receiving, 
from a retailer from which said user wishes to make 
said purchase, a unique reference code which iden- 
tifies said retailer, and sending said reference code 
to said card operator together with said secret code 
and said password; 

said card operator enabling the purchase at said re- 
tailer. 

[0013] Further characteristics and advantages of the 
present invention will become better apparent from the 
following detailed description of a preferred but not ex- 
clusive embodiment of the method according to the in- 
vention, illustrated only by way of non-limitative example 
in the accompanying drawings, wherein: 

Figure 1 is a block diagram which shows in a sim- 
plified manner the steps of the method according to 
the present invention; and 

Figure 2 is a schematic view of an embodiment of 
a card which can be used with the method accord- 
ing to the present invention. 

[0014] With reference to the above-cited figures, the 
method according to the present invention uses a card, 
designated by the reference numeral 1 , of the prepaid 
type, i.e., a card which the user purchases for a preset 
amount, which is the credit of the user available to make 
online purchases. 

[0015] The card 1 is conveniently provided with at 
least one activation code 2, for example a magnetic 
code, which is applied to said card and is adapted to 
validate the card when it is distributed to the user who 
purchases it. 

[0016] Moreover, on the card 1 there is at least one 
code 3 which is secret and is initially covered and there- 
fore not legible. 

[0017] The code 3 is read by the user, if he wishes to 
make the first purchase, by scratching off or otherwise 
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removing the portion that covers the code 3, in order to 
allow to view the code and enter it during a payment 
transaction performed as a consequence of an online 
purchase. 

[0018] The method according to the invention there- 
of ore-entails a first step in which the card -1-is-delivered- 
to a user, for a corresponding prepaid amount which the 
user pays to an operator 5 of the service, which can be 
the same organization that distributes the card or a sep- 
arate distributor 4. 

[0019] The card 1 is firstly activated by passing it 
through a reader which detects the activation code 2 that 
is present on the card and thus allows the user to use 
the card. 

[0020] Conveniently, the user must in turn activate the 
card at the operator 5 and this "personalized" activation 
occurs by transmitting to the operator 5 the secret code 
3 together with a password which allows to ensure that 
the person making a purchase with the card 1 is actually 
the owner of the card. 

[0021] The initial activation of the card 1 at the oper- 
ator 5 creates a sort of "account" of the user at the op- 
erator 5. the balance of said account being equal to the 
cost of the prepaid card that the user purchased. 
[0022] When the user wishes to make a purchase at 
a retailer 6 of goods or services, the retailer himself 
transmits to the user, once said user has chosen the 
goods or service, a reference number 7 which is specific 
to the retailer 6 and is transmitted by the user to the op- 
erator 5 of the service together with his secret number 
3. obviously after entering the previously described 
password. 

[0023] The retailer 6 further transmits a reservation 
number to the user, who in turn must transmit it to the 
operator 5. 

[0024] The password is designated by the reference 
numeral 8 in Figure 1 and Figure 2 by way of example, 
but this is of course only a graphical example, since the 
password must be known only by the owner of the card 
1 and therefore is in no way written on the card. 
[0025] In practice, the user can activate the service 
only if he sends the password 8, together with the secret 
code 3, to the card operator 5 together with the refer- 
ence number sent by the retailer 6, which identifies that 
particular retailer. 

[0026] At this point the transaction is performed and 
the operator 5 assigns the amount that the user must 
pay directly to the retailer 6, also transmitting the reser- 
vation number to the retailer. 

[0027] In this manner it is possible to perform an on- 
line payment transaction without resorting to a credit 
card and most of all without having to resort to entering 
the credit card number and sending it online. 
[0028] The only number that is entered by the user is 
in fact the secret code that is present on the card 1, 
which however, without association with the corre- 
sponding password chosen by the user, has no effect 
on the virtual "account" that the user has opened at the 



card operators. 

[0029] Moreover, since no personal data, such as 
name, surname and address, are sent to the card pper^ 
ator 5, and since the operator 5 sends no "statement of 
s account" to the user, full anonymity of the operations 

performed by-the user is guaranteed, thus ensuring-his- 

"'confidentiality. 

[0030] The above- described method is particularly 
. useful for online purchases, for example on the Internet, 
Td"an37or alt users who for any reason do not own a credit 
card or in any case do not trust sending their credit card 
number over a computer network to purchase goods or 
a service. 

[0031] Moreover, the above-described method allows 
15 to avoid direct involvement of credit card operators in 

the transaction since the card can be controlled by an 

operator who is not tied to conventional credit card op- 
erators and therefore the commissions can be reduced, 
since there are no running costs such as statements of 
20 account to be sent to customers and the like. 

[0032] In practice it has been observed that the meth- 
od according to the invention fully achieves the intended 
aim and objects, since it allows to make a transaction 
by means of a prepaid card online without having to re- 
25 port a credit card number or the like. 

[0033] Therefore, in the worst case in which the secret 
code number and the keyword both become known to 
a fraudulent user, the amount that the user would lose 
would be at the most equal to the balance of the prepaid 
30 card that he purchased. 

[0034] This of course does not occur with a conven- 
tional credit card. 

[0035] Moreover, if the user purchases a second pre- 
paid card before the first one is fully used, the credit re- 
35 maining from the first prepaid card can be transferred to 
the second prepaid card, and so forth. In this manner, 
the user can create for himself a "virtual account" with 
the card operator. 

[0036] The method thus conceived is susceptible of 
40 numerous modifications and variations, all of which are 
within the scope of the inventive concept; all the details 
may furthermore be replaced with other technically 
equivalent elements. 

[0037] The disclosures in Italian Patent Application 
45 No. MI99A002363 from which this application claims pri- 
ority are incorporated herein by reference. 
[0038] Where technical features mentioned in any 
claim are followed by reference signs, those reference 
signs have been included for the sole purpose of in- 
50 creasing the intelligibility of the claims and accordingly, 
such reference signs do not have any limiting effect on 
the interpretation of each element identified by way of 
example by such reference signs. 
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card, characterized in that it comprises the steps of: es to know the secret code in order to make a pur- 

chase. 

preparing a prepaid card meant to be pur- 
chased by a user; 

said prepaid card containing at least one acti- 5 

vation code andat least one.secreLcode; . . . . 

activating said prepaid card on the part of the 
user by transmitting said at least one secret 
code, together with a password, to an operator 
of said prepaid card; 10 
when said user makes a purchase online, re- 
ceiving, from a retailer from which said user 
wishes to make said purchase, a unique refer- 
ence code which identifies said retailer, and 
sending said reference code to said card oper- is 

ator together with said secret-code and said 

password; 

said card operator enabling the purchase at 
said retailer. 

20 

2. The method according to claim 1 , comprising the 
step of firstly activating said prepaid card reading 
said activation code, said first activation being per- 
formed by the card operator just before said prepaid 
card is delivered to the user. 25 

3. The method according to claim 1 , characterized in 
that said step of transmitting to said card operator 
said secret code together with said password con- 
sists in opening, at said card operator, a virtual ac- 30 
count whose balance is equal to the balance of said 
prepaid card. 

4. The method according to claim 1 , characterized in 
that said step of sending said password to said card 35 
operator, together with said secret code, must be 
performed at each purchase that the user wishes to 
make. 

5. The method according to claim t , characterized in *o 
that said secret code that is present on said prepaid 
card is not legible when said card is being distribut- 
ed to said user. 

6. A prepaid card for online payment transactions, «s 
characterized in that It comprises at least one acti- 
vation code which allows to activate said card and 

at least one secret code which allows to activate a 
payment transaction at a card operator in associa- 
tion with the transmission of a password. so 

7. The card according to claim 6, characterized in that 
said secret code is not legible when said card is be- 
ing distributed to said user. 

55 

8. The card according to claim 6, characterized in that 
said secret code is covered by a covering element 
which is adapted to be removed when the user wish- 
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